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Issue addressed/ Approach implemented: The Wake Forest School of Medicine (WFSOM) received a 

new TL1 postdoctoral training grant, the Academic Learning Health System (aLHS) Scholars Program, as a 

component of its most recent CTSA award in 2019. The mission of this innovative program is to provide 

postdoctoral scholars from diverse professional backgrounds (e.g., MD, DO, PhD, DrPH, DNP, PharmD) 

with the methodological and professional skills to conduct research in the complex environments of 

health systems and disseminate and implement the findings from such research into practice. Over the 

past 18 months, the first cohort of aLHS Scholars matriculated into the program. 

In support of this mission, the Program developed a new Learning Health System Science (LHSS) track, as 

a part of the Wake Forest Translational and Health System Science (THSS) graduate program. The new 
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track allows Scholars the option to complete a Master of Science degree or a Certificate. These two new 

programs were formally approved by the Wake Forest Graduate School of Arts and Sciences in 2019. 

The LHSS curriculum is built around seven domains of Learning Health System (LHS) competency, 

including (1) biomedical informatics; (2) improvement and implementation science; (3) system science 

and organizational change management; (4) stakeholder engagement, leadership and research 

management; (5) ethics of health systems research; (6) health systems research methods; and (7) 

research questions and standards of scientific evidence. The seven domains encompass 33 individual 

core competencies (Forrest et al, 2018). Each of the 33 competencies were, in turn, mapped to 

individual courses and workshops in the LHSS curriculum by developing a competency-course matrix. 

Scholars self-assess their own fluency in the 33 core competencies at Program matriculation and at 

yearly intervals. Scholar learning is, in turn, guided by Individual Development Plans (IDPs). The specific 

training elements (courses, workshops, seminars, and other activities) in Scholars' IDPs are built around 

Scholars' prior experiences, their career goals, and self-assessed LHS core competency fluency. 

A major cross-cutting theme within the LHSS curriculum is Team Science training, which is integrated 

throughout the program in LHSS courses, in the workshops Building Successful Teams and Leading 

Successful Teams, and in a Team Science Practicum, which immerses Scholars into an existing health 

system team that is tasked with improving quality of care, safety, access to care, workflows, or 

healthcare costs. The training in team science that Scholars receive dovetails with a broader institutional 

emphasis on team science and training that the Wake Forest CTSA has implemented across the pipeline 

of education programs for trainees, faculty, and staff and that are a major part of the CTSA KL2 Program 

and individual T32 programs. 

The formal LHSS curriculum complements Scholars' overall training which is centered around mentored 

research projects that address pressing health system issues. Projects are closely guided by a primary 

mentor and a multidisciplinary mentoring team that highlights the importance of team-based sciences. 

In addition to the primary mentor, the team includes a near-peer mentor (e.g., recent K awardee), TL1 

core faculty mentor, one or more secondary mentors with methodological expertise in areas germane to 

Scholars' research projects, and a health system leader, who provides advice on issues of importance to 

the health system and on overcoming potential barriers to conducting research in practice-based 

settings. 

Outcomes/Measures Used to Determine Success: Full mentoring teams meet three times annually to 

assess and discuss progress based on the Scholar IDP and overall program goals. Measures of success 

include course completions and research productivity as measured in presentations, grant writing, 

publications, collaborations and continued involvement in LHS upon leaving the program. 

Prior to entering the program, all Scholars self-assess in LHS competencies and complete a detailed 

survey, which is administered independently by the CTSA evaluation team and shared with the TL1 

leadership in aggregate format to guide training emphasis in various LHS competencies. The survey is 

administered again annually and at program exit to monitor scholar progress, with feedback considered 
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to improve the overall aLHS Scholars Program. Exit interviews, annual surveys, and continued regular 

check-ins by program leadership serve to monitor scholar progress after program completion. 

Description of Results: Of our six new aLHS Scholars, two matriculated into the MS program, one into 

the Certificate program, and three (PhD, DrPH) completed non-degree LHSS coursework. All are engaged 

in research projects that are examining such areas as sociodemographic differences in patients' use of 

EHR portals and secure messaging, guideline-based management of hypertension in primary care clinics, 

barriers to implementation of virtual care strategies, impacts of partner violence and adverse childhood 

experiences, improving care transitions for children with chronic conditions, and innovative behavioral 

health interventions. 

Initial survey responses demonstrate that Scholars particularly value the team science training and 

consider it one of the most useful aspects of their training. 

Lessons Learned: The aLHS Scholars program is innovative in its approach and format and appropriate 

for trainees from a wide variety of disciplines, since it is not limited to a particular research area/ disease 

focus or population. Therefore, targeted recruitment has been more challenging than anticipated. We 

are continuing to work on identifying appropriate pipelines of trainee recruitment for the program. 

Reference: Forrest CB, Chesley FD Jr, Tregear ML, Mistry KB. Development of the Learning Health System Researcher 

Core Competencies. Health Serv Res. 2018 Aug;53(4):2615-2632. doi: 10.1111/1475-6773.12751. Epub 2017 Aug 4. 

PMID: 28777456; PMCID: PMC6051975. 
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